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As a prisoner in the squalor of Liberty Jail in March 1839, the
Prophet Joseph Smith gave us some of the most beautiful and inspiring words contained in the Doctrine and Covenants.1 Among those
is section 121, verse 43, which counsels the Saints of the necessity
of “reproving betimes with sharpness, when moved upon by the
Holy Ghost; and then showing forth afterwards an increase of love
toward him whom thou hast reproved, lest he esteem thee to be his
enemy.” Much commentary has been written and spoken on this verse,
admonishing us how to reprove betimes with sharpness. In this article,
however, our interest lies in the words themselves. We will attempt to
discover what the words reprove, betimes, and sharpness mean—more
accurately, what they meant to Joseph Smith when he uttered them in
the winter of 1839.
The context of Doctrine and Covenants 121, verse 43, makes it
clear that the words are Joseph Smith’s and not the Lord’s. This section of the Doctrine and Covenants begins with the Prophet’s pleading
to God on behalf of the Saints (verses 1–6). The Lord then provides
counsel and comfort (verses 7–25). Then in verse 26 there is a subtle
shift of speakers as the ﬁrst person changes to the third, and Joseph
Smith resumes his own speech.2 This is an important observation for
the analysis of the words because although Joseph Smith was inspired
as he dictated this part of the text to his scribe, he apparently did so in
his own language and his own vocabulary.

98

The Religious Educator • Vol 6 No 2 • 2005

Dictionaries do not establish what words mean. Lexicographers
collect examples of how words are used by speakers and writers, and
they create deﬁnitions based on what they observe from that usage.
Over time, the meaning of a word evolves, and many words today do
not have the same meaning they had in the days of Joseph Smith. In a
historical document, a word means not what it communicates to modern readers but what the historical speaker or writer thought it meant.
Thus, the best way to understand the word is to see how the speaker
or writer regularly used it.
To know best what Joseph Smith meant with reprove, betimes, and
sharpness, we must examine his every known use of those words in their
original contexts. Fortunately, we possess a tremendous record of the
Prophet’s sermons, statements, journals, letters, and other writings.3
We also have the scriptures that he produced. We do not view the Book
of Mormon or the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants as the
creations of Joseph Smith, yet because the Lord communicates with
people “after the manner of their language” (D&C 1:24), we see in
those books a manifestation of the English vocabulary and usage of the
Prophet and others of his day. Sometimes we do not have a sufﬁcient
number of occurrences to allow us to tell with absolute conﬁdence
what Joseph Smith had in mind with a word. When that is the case, we
turn to other documents contemporary with him and geographically
and culturally proximate to him. The cultural and geographical proximity is signiﬁcant because, for example, a learned treatise published in
Cambridge, England, in 1839 will likely tell us much less about Joseph
Smith’s word usage than will an article published in a contemporary
American newspaper.
We have found Noah Webster’s American Dictionary of the English Language to be an important tool that collects and preserves the
English words of Joseph Smith’s time and place. That work provides
a view of the American English language as Noah Webster perceived it
in 1828, the year before the Book of Mormon was translated. Thus, it
is an unparalleled resource for the dialect of the Restoration. Webster’s
limitations include the fact that it records more formal than informal
usage and relies on written sources (many of them old) rather than on
speech. But those are the limitations of virtually all dictionaries.
The immediate context of Joseph Smith’s religious language
includes the King James translation of the Bible. Even though the language of early nineteenth-century America was signiﬁcantly different
from that of the King James translation, much of the religious vocabulary of Joseph Smith and his contemporaries derived from, or was
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profoundly inﬂuenced by, the vocabulary of the English Bible. Thus,
any examination of Joseph Smith’s words must include an examination
of how those words were employed by the King James translators. Frequently, the key to understanding King James Version words from the
Old Testament is in the mirror-image vocabulary of parallel couplets.
An additional avenue for understanding what a word means is to
learn its origin. Etymology, the study of the origin of words, is an important tool for understanding how language works and for narrowing the
range of possible meanings of any given word. Etymological dictionaries,
as well as dictionaries of the languages from which English words derive
or are translated, contribute in signiﬁcant ways to help us know what
English words mean. The massive and magisterial Oxford English Dictionary preserves the most complete history in existence of words in our
language.5 It provides not only detailed etymologies but also in-context
citations of words from their earliest appearances to the twentieth century. For all we can learn from the Oxford English Dictionary, however,
it relies to a very great degree on formal, upper-class writing, with lessthan-needed representation of common speech. Moreover, the further
chronologically a word is removed from its origin, the less meaningful its
history is in determining what a writer or speaker has in mind when using
it. Etymology tells us where a word came from, not necessarily what it
means when any given person uses it.
The following brief discussions of reprove, betimes, and sharpness
will make use of these tools. We acknowledge their limitations and the
tentativeness of our conclusions. Yet we are convinced that to understand fully the thoughts of Joseph Smith, or of any other historical
speaker or writer, we ﬁrst must understand the words.
Reprove
The English word reprove is borrowed from the Old French
reprover, which comes from the Latin reproba–re, meaning to disapprove or condemn.6 Noah Webster’s 1828 dictionary observes reprove
being used with the meanings “blame,” “censure,” “charge with a fault
to the face,” “convince of a fault,” “refute,” “disprove,” and “excite a
sense of guilt.”7 Common deﬁnitions today include “chide as blameworthy” or “censure,” yet the standard American English dictionary
shows that the word’s semantic range is broad enough to include “seek
to correct esp. by mild rebuke.”8
In the Old Testament, reprove is typically translated from the
Hebrew verb ykh, which usually means “rebuke” or “chasten.”9 The
Lord said to Judah through Jeremiah: “Thine own wickedness shall
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correct thee, and thy backslidings shall reprove thee” (Jeremiah 2:19;
emphasis added), placing the verbs correct and reprove (yk) in synonymous parallelism. In the New Testament, reprove is translated from the
Greek verb eléncho–, which connotes a similar meaning of “convict,”
“expose,” or “correct.”10 All of these deﬁnitions seem to ﬁt generally
within the range of the word as used by the Prophet in Doctrine and
Covenants 121:43. Early Latter-day Saint periodicals show the word
being used with the same meaning; for example, “It is also the privilege
of the Melchisedec priesthood, to reprove, rebuke and admonish.”11
Reprove is used only three times in the Book of Mormon, and all
three are in quotations from Isaiah.12 It is found in only three passages
in Joseph Smith’s revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants.13 In
Doctrine and Covenants 84:87, the Lord states: “Behold, I send you
out to reprove the world of all their unrighteous deeds, and to teach
them of a judgment which is to come.” The Lord appears to be sending His servants to reprimand, or more precisely to correct, those to
whom they preach. The parallel word teach, however, may allow for an
interpretation of “disprove,” meaning to disabuse the listeners of the
misconceptions and false ways of the world. The attestations of reprove
in Joseph Smith’s recorded sermons and writings also ﬁt these deﬁnitions. The Prophet said: “If I did not love men I would not reprove
them,”14 and “I have no enmity ag[ain]st any man. I love you all—I am
their best friend & if persons miss their mark it is their own fault—if I
reprove a man & he hate me he is a fool—for I love all men especially
these my brethren & sisters.”15
Betimes
The word betimes is the most arcane word in Doctrine and Covenants 121:43 and is found only ﬁve times in the King James Bible,
all in the Old Testament.16 Its only appearance in modern-day revelation is in the verse under consideration here, and Joseph Smith is not
recorded as having used it elsewhere. By his day, the word was already
uncommon. Despite its scarcity, however, the Prophet’s meaning of
betimes in this verse presents less difﬁculty than either reprove or sharpness. Betimes comes from Old English and is derived from “by time”
or “by the time.”17 The Oxford English Dictionary provides some
illustrative deﬁnitions, including “at an early time,” “in good time,
in due time, while there is yet time, before it is too late.” In the early
nineteenth century, the word was generally understood to mean “seasonably,” “in good season or time,” and “soon,” as noted in Noah
Webster’s 1828 dictionary.18
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The translators of the King James Version used betimes as “early”
v
in their translation of the Hebrew verb s km, which means to “do early,”
v
“get up early.”19 In addition, they translated the verb s h.r, “search,” “be
on the lookout for,” three times with the help of betimes.20
When we take the evidence together, it appears that the Prophet’s
counsel was to correct a person at an appropriate time, early, and before
it was too late. Wisdom and experience, coupled with the history of
the word itself, show that a timely correction—or a well-timed correction—will always be more successful than an immediate correction.
Sharpness
Of the three words we are examining in Doctrine and Covenants
121:43, sharpness may be the most difﬁcult to apply an exact deﬁnition to. The Oxford English Dictionary observes sharp being used in
a number of ways, ranging from “acute or penetrating in intellect or
perception” to “severe, strict, harsh” or “cutting in rebuke.”21 Noah
Webster’s 1828 dictionary includes such deﬁnitions as “acute of mind;
quick to discern or distinguish” but also “severe; harsh; biting.” Sharpness is deﬁned as “not obtuseness” but also as “acuteness of intellect;
the power of . . . discernment; quickness of understanding” and “quickness of sense or perception.”22 “Discernment,” “understanding,” and
“perception” are most interesting, considering that the reproof is to be
given only “when moved upon by the Holy Ghost.”
A few passages from the Old and New Testaments add further
insights. Almost all of the passages containing sharp refer to sharp
objects like weapons or tools. However, the Hebrew noun h.ozqâ, usually meaning “strength” or “force,”23 is once translated in conjunction
with a preposition as “sharply” in the King James translation (Judges
8:1).24 As in the Old Testament, most New Testament attestations of
sharp refer to weapons. The Greek adverb apotómo–s can mean “severely”
or “rigorously,”25 and a cognate noun is twice translated as “severity”
in Romans 11:22. In 2 Corinthians 13:10, however, Paul writes that
his sharpness was “to ediﬁcation, and not to destruction,” which likely
preserves the intent of Joseph Smith in using the same word.26
The Book of Mormon gives us good examples of how Joseph
Smith apparently understood sharpness. In 2 Nephi 1:26, the Prophet
used it in his translation of Lehi’s words to his recalcitrant sons Laman
and Lemuel. Lehi said: “Ye have murmured because [Nephi] hath been
plain unto you. Ye say that he hath used sharpness; ye say that he hath
been angry with you; but behold, his sharpness was the sharpness of
the power of the word of God, which was in him; and that which ye
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call anger was the truth” (emphasis added). Laman and Lemuel interpreted Nephi’s sharpness as anger, yet Nephi was likely neither “harsh”
nor “cutting” in his dealings with his brothers. Verse 2 in 1 Nephi 16
teaches that “the guilty taketh the truth to be hard, for it cutteth them
to the very center” (emphasis added). Lehi clariﬁed that Nephi’s words
were given in plainness, without anger, and that he possessed the Spirit
of the Lord. In Moroni 9:4, Mormon wrote that he labored with the
Nephites “continually” and that when he spoke, he spoke “the word of
God with sharpness [that] they tremble[d] and anger[ed] against” him
(emphasis added). But when he used no sharpness, “they harden[ed]
their hearts against it.” In Doctrine and Covenants 15:2, the Lord
said: “I speak unto you with sharpness and with power,” reﬂecting
the intent of h.ozqâ in the Hebrew Bible—strength. That seems to be
the way in which Mormon also spoke to the Nephites. The scriptures
commonly record the angry reactions from the wicked when they are
admonished or “reproved” for their misdeeds, and the Nephites’ reaction to Mormon was no different as he spoke to them with plainness,
strength, and truth, as did Nephi.27
Finally, two examples from Church history help clarify the meaning. In 1835 Elders Orson Hyde and William E. McLellin recounted
their dealing with a Church member who was teaching false doctrine:
“He was shown his error and reproved sharply. He saw it and confessed his fault and made an humble acknowledgment.”28 In an 1834
meeting, Joseph Smith expressed his displeasure with some Church
members. The minutes record that the Spirit “rebuked” them and that
the correction was given “in sharpness,” even “with great sharpness.”
The result—perhaps surprising to us—was that the sharp rebuke “occasioned gladness and joy, and [they] were willing to repent and reform
in every particular, according to the instruction given.”29 The fact that
these rebukes came from the Spirit, were speciﬁc in their instruction,
and resulted in confession, humility, repentance, and “gladness and
joy” once again leads to the conclusion that sharpness, in the vocabulary of Joseph Smith, meant plainness, truth, and clarity.30
Although the deﬁnitions of sharpness are broad enough to allow
for “harshness” and “cutting,” such caustic responses are unlikely to
correct a wayward person and are devoid of the spirit in which the
counsel is given. Joseph Smith was explicit when he added that we
reprove “when moved upon by the Holy Ghost,” which is not present
when harshness and anger are used. And the subsequent “increase of
love” suggests that love must already be present when the reproving
takes place. The Holy Ghost inspires a person to higher degrees of
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intellectual power and discernment, quickness of understanding, and
quickness of perception. These are among the qualities embodied in
the word sharpness.
In summary, our reproving with sharpness needs to be done at an
appropriate, early occasion, and the reproof must come with plainness
and discernment—and only when the Holy Ghost so instructs. These
deﬁnitions not only ﬁt the semantic range of the words in 1839 but
also ﬁt the spirit of Joseph Smith’s inspired teaching.
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